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Summary 

According to Census data, approximately 1 % of small businesses in the United States currently 
export. With roughly three-quarters of world purchasing power and almost 95% of world 
consumers living outside of U.S. borders, more attention is being paid to the potential of small 
business export promotion programs to grow small businesses and contribute to the national 
economic recovery. In addition, some Members of Congress believe that the contributions of 
small businesses to commercial innovation and economic growth could be enhanced through 
greater access to growing international markets. 

Consistent with these policy goals, the Small Business Administration (SBA) provides export 
promotion and financing services to small businesses through its loan guarantee programs, 
management and training programs, and other initiatives. SBA’s Office of International Trade 
(OIT) coordinates these activities as it assists with four stages of export promotion: (1) 
identifying small businesses interested in export promotion; (2) preparing small businesses to 
export; (3) connecting small businesses to export opportunities; and (4) supporting small 
businesses once they find export opportunities. 

The Small Business J obs Act of 20 1 0 (P.L. Ill -240) elevated trade within SBA by establishing 
an Assistant Administrator to lead OIT and report directly to the SBA Administrator. The act also 
authorized SBA to establish a three-year State Trade and Export Promotion (STEP) Pilot Grant 
Initiative. Under the STEP initiative, which was appropriated $30 million both in FY2011 and 
FY2012, SBA awarded grants to states with the goal of assisting eligible “small business 
concerns” with exporting. The STEP program’s authorization expired at the end of FY2013. On 
January 17, 2014, the President signed into law the Consolidated Appropriations Act, 2014 (H.R. 
3547), which appropriated $8 million for the STEP program in FY2014. 

SBA’s export-related loans amounted to approximately $1.2 billion (comprising approximately 
5.0% of SBA’s annual loan portfolio) in FY2013. Although SBA has three loan programs that are 
specifically targeted toward exporters, many of SBA’s broader loan programs support export- 
related activities. Surveys indicate that relatively few clients of SBA’s management and training 
programs request trade-related counseling, and some choose to receive this information from 
other federal programs (such as those provided by the Department of Commerce). 

This report begins with the history, role, and scope of SBA’s export promotion activities, and the 
creation of OIT. Next, quantitative data from SBA and qualitative data from other sources are 
used to provide performance analysis of SBA’s international programs. 

This report concludes with a presentation of three issues for consideration during an era where 
concerns of fiscal responsibility and economic recovery are high priorities for many policy 
makers. First, are there market barriers impeding smaller firms from exporting? Second, is there a 
compelling interest for the government to promote exports in the name of national 
“competitiveness”? Third, are SBA’s export-promotion policies duplicative of other federal 
programs? In the 1 13 th Congress, several bills have been introduced to improve efficiencies 
among small business export promotion programs (e.g., H.R. 1909, H.R. 1926, H.R. 1916, S. 
1179). 
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Introduction 

Some Members of Congress believe that the contributions of small businesses to commercial 
innovation and economic growth could be enhanced through greater access to growing 
international markets. In 2010, the U.S. International Trade Commission (USITC) reported that 
about 97% of businesses (i.e., firms with fewer than 500 workers) are small, but these small 
businesses accounted for only about 30% of known U.S. merchandise exports between 1997 and 
2007. 1 During this period, the value of small businesses’ merchandise exports increased from 
$152.9 billion to $306.6 billion (100.5%), compared with an increase of $385.1 billion to $719.2 
billion (86.7%) among larger firms. However, the benefits of exporting are shared among a small 
segment of small businesses. 

According to Census data, approximately 1% of small businesses in the United States export. 2 
With roughly three-quarters of world purchasing power and almost 95% of world consumers 
living outside of U.S. borders, more attention is being paid to the potential of small business 
export promotion programs to contribute to the national economic recovery. 3 

Expanding small business exports is also part of President Obama’s economic policy agenda. In 
2010, President Obama launched the National Export Initiative (NEI), a strategy for doubling 
U.S. exports by the end of 2014 to support U.S. job creation. The President’s FY2014 budget 
request emphasized the role of small business in fulfilling the NEI: 

A critical component of stimulating domestic economic growth is ensuring that U.S. 
businesses can actively participate in international markets and increase their exports of 
goods and services . . . The NEI advances the Administration’s goal of doubling exports over 
five years by ... helping firms — especially small businesses — overcome the hurdles to 
entering new export markets, assisting with trade financing, and pursuing a Government- 
wide approach to export advocacy abroad . 4 

Economists generally do not view job creation as a justification for providing federal assistance to 
small businesses. 5 They argue that in the long term such assistance will likely reallocate jobs 



1 See Letter from Ron Kirk, U.S. Trade Representative, to The Honorable Shara L. Aranoff, Chair of the U.S. 
International Trade Commission, October 5, 2009, in U.S. International Trade Commission, Small and Medium-Sized 
Enterprises: Oven’iew of Participation in U.S. Exports, January 2010, at http://www.usitc.gov/publications/332/ 
pub4125.pdf. USITC refers to businesses with fewer than 500 workers as a “small or medium sized enterprise” (SME). 
USITC’s size standard for an “SME” is similar to the Small Business Administration’s most common size standard for 
determining whether a firm is a “small business.” See CRS Report R40860, Small Business Size Standards: A 
Historical Analysis of Contemporary Issues, by Robert Jay Dilger. 

2 According to CRS analysis of Census data from 2008, approximately 1.53% of employer firms with fewer than 500 
employees exported. If non-employer firms are incorporated into this calculation, then 0.72% of firms with fewer than 
500 employees exported in 2008. See U.S. Census Bureau, 2008 Profile of U.S. Exporting Companies, Exhibit la, 
April 13, 2010, at http://www.census.gov/foreign-trade/Press-Release/edb/2008/; and Statistics about Business Size 
(2008), Table 2a, at http://www.census.gov/econ/smallbus.html. 

3 Office of the United States Trade Representative, Economy and Trade, at http://www.ustr.gov/trade-topics/economy- 
trade. 

4 Office of Management and Budget, Fiscal Year 2014 Budget of the U.S. Government, April 2013, p. 135, at 
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/budget/fy2014/assets/budget.pdf. 

5 For further information reviewing the theoretical arguments and empirical literature on small business and job 
creation, see CRS Report R41392, Small Business and the Expiration of the 2001 Tax Rate Reductions: Economic 
Issues, by Jane G. Gravelle and Sean Lowry; CRS Report RL32254, Small Business Tax Benefits: Current Law and 
(continued...) 
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